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ing itself by hunting game; under these circumstances 50 or
more acres may be required for each inhabitant. Suppose that
instantaneously, or so quickly that skill in food-getting remains
unchanged, numbers are increased, there must come a point
where the amount of game won per head, or the return per
head to an equal amount of work, will diminish. Suppose,
however, that numbers are increased over a considerable period
of time, there may be no decrease in returns because during
this time the people may have been learning agriculture, thus
reducing the area required to each person to 5 acres and also
perhaps enabling each person to live better on 5 acres than
their ancestors did on 50. In other words the law of diminishing
returns is one of static and not of dynamic economics.

The law of diminishing returns, thus understood, is of univer-
sal validity. How is it relevant to the population question? In
any given area at any one time the inhabitants have a certain
skill in the arts of production, industrial as well as agricultural.
Under these circumstances, with limited means in a limited
area, the average income in goods will not reach its maximum
unless there is a certain density of population because there are
benefits arising from co-operation. But there is always a limit
to the number desirable because the average income will decline
if there is more than a certain density. If any one doubts this
let him suppose, not that the population increases in a certain
area, but that the area diminishes in size while the population
remains as before, which comes to the same thing. It comes to
the same thing, because under either set of circumstances more
and more labour is applied to a given area of land. Unless it
is admitted that the average income would decrease under
these circumstances, it follows that the present population of
the world, if crowded on to the area of Europe, or, if contraction
continued, on to the area of England, would be as well off as it
is at present. This is clearly not so and there must be a limit
to the number of inhabitants which it is best to have; more than
this number and the income per head will be less that it might
be. That is the condition of over-population. Over-population
may be so great that the average income only keeps men alive.